Recognition of prior learning (RPL) has emerged in recent decades as an important policy area and policy concept within the European Union, across countries in Europe and beyond.
RPL is a phenomenon with a certain variation in practices as well as contexts, concepts and conceptions. However, there is a basic idea about giving recognition to prior learning wherever and whenever learning has taken place. Such ideas can be 'materialised' in formal assessment systems providing the basis for recognition, as well as in more non-formal and informal processes where prior learning is made visible and gets recognition.
The educational system is one central context of recognition of prior learning (RPL), where RPL can be the basis of admission as well as acceptance of credits or granting of advanced standing, particularly in secondary adult education and in tertiary education, including vocational education and training. Another central context is in working life, where varying practices of RPL are developing in employment services, in specific companies or by other employers, or in certain trades and industries. A third context where RPL is developing is the third sector, with a growing interest in identifying the value of learning taking place through (often voluntary and unpaid) work in this sector.
In this special issue, we use the concept RPL, but other concepts are applied too, and we do not make a distinction between these concepts here. For example, accreditation of prior 2 experiential learning (APEL), prior learning assessment and recognition (PLAR) and validation of prior learning (VPL) are used as concepts in different countries, but here we see these different concepts rather as expressions of differences that depend on language and varying local development.
Nevertheless, there are also different conceptions of what RPL actually is. In other words, variations of, and departures from, the basic idea described above. These different conceptions mean that practitioners and researchers from different contexts could have somewhat different conceptions of what RPL is, and this should be kept in mind when reading the contributions in this issue. Further, researchers draw on different theories and methodologies that provide RPL with different meanings and interpretations.
The aim of this special issue on RPL is to provide a range of empirically and theoretically based contributions from different parts of the world where RPL, or an equivalent, is mobilised as part of educational practices for adults. Discussion in this area often takes place locally. This special issue brings together different kinds of contributions that hopefully will help create a broader dialogue among scholars and practitioners, not only on the specific topic of RPL, but also on more general issues faced in educational research. As Michael Young (2006, p. 326) 
puts it:
Questions about knowledge, authority, qualifications and different types of learning will always be with us. Once RPL is freed from its largely rhetorical role as the great radical strategy or the great solution to inequality, it offers a unique and very concrete set of contexts for debating the fundamental 3 educational issues that such questions give rise to, and for finding new ways of approaching them.
Discourses on lifelong learning and RPL
The emergence of RPL or validation as a policy area is closely connected to discourses on lifelong learning. In Europe, lifelong learning first emerged clearly as a policy area with the Memorandum on Lifelong Learning, published by the European Commission (2001), which positions lifelong learning as a central policy concept in the realisation of the Commission's strategies. As a concept, lifelong learning partly replaces former concepts such as adult education (Lindeman, 1926) , and lifelong education (Faure, 1972) . Lifelong learning has become the dominant manner in which education and learning of adults is addressed in policy terms. The shift from focussing on education to speaking about learning signifies a shift that is important to address in research, because it marks a new way of conceptualising the adult learner in terms of, for instance, the how, what, when, where and output questions of learning.
The concept of lifelong education attained a central position on the policy level in the late 1960s and early 1970s. The catchword was, according to Rubenson (2004) , personal development; people were to 'make themselves' instead of 'being made'. This concept was a humanistic definition of education produced through the Faure report, Learning to Be, published by UNESCO (Faure, 1972) . In that report, lifelong education is related to a positive humanistic notion of progress and personal development. Faure saw personal development as good for society, and lifelong education would enable people to control and adapt to change (Fejes & Nicoll, 2008; Rubenson, 2004) . Similarly, from the early 1970s (see, e.g. Michelson, 1996) , the concept of prior learning assessment (PLA) was introduced in the US in an effort to broaden access to higher education. The central idea was social justice. People who had not 4 had the opportunity to enter higher education because of other commitments should be included in the admission system. For those groups, PLA thus became a way to access higher education. In RPL research, issues of social justice and social change have emerged as central. In practice, however, RPL has moved more and more from focusing on such aspects as social justice to a focus on the benefits to society, especially in economic development.
During the 1980s and 1990s, we can see such a shift in discourse, from a focus on social justice to a focus on economic development. For example, in the 1990s the concept of lifelong education was replaced by lifelong learning within the policy texts. UNESCO used lifelong learning in 1994 as a mid-term strategy for the coming years, and the OECD (1996) which had the goal of shaping Europe into a knowledge-based society. Policies on lifelong learning now came to produce an economic discourse, in which economic growth and employability were key issues (Fejes, 2010) , rather than a humanist one (Fejes & Dahlstedt, 2012; Rubenson, 2004) . Similarly, the discourse on validation shifted. With developments of, for example, national qualification frameworks, and assessment of prior learning in relation to these frameworks (e.g. in the UK and Australia), the idea was to make it possible to use existing vocational/professional competence more effectively in the labour market. Clearly, the focus switched from social justice to economic development. Yet during the same period, recognition practices developed with a focus on social change. These practices were promoted 5 mainly in post-apartheid South Africa, making the actual competence of the population visible in the process of creating better conditions for changing society (Andersson, Sjösten, & Ahn, 2003) . however, that personal, social and professional fulfilment go hand in hand. Despite borrowing elements from previous discourses, the aforementioned is a quite different discourse from the humanist one from the 1970s. The current discourse aims at shaping citizens who want to learn and who take responsibility for their own learning in order to become employable (Fejes, 2010) . learning and all knowledge as valuable, citizens know that all they do and all they learn can be of formal value. As several of the contributions in this special issue argue, however, not all knowledge is awarded credits or valued in a formal sense. There are always discourses at play that position some knowledge and learning as valuable while excluding other forms of knowledge.
In conclusion, validation is today one of many proposed solutions to such problems as unemployment and low economic development. Drawing on what people already have learnt is expected to benefit both society and the individual. As has been described in this section, there are problems inherent in such reasoning. This special issue has as one of its aims to address critically contemporary discourses on RPL drawing on different theories and focussing on different local RPL practices across different countries. In the next section, we further position this special issue in relation to previous research on RPL.
RPL research and theory
Much focus in RPL research has been on analysing different attempts to realise and implement RPL around the world, such as in Australia, Europe, South Africa, and the USA. A great deal of research has raised serious questions, especially in areas where more instrumental forms of RPL have been implemented, such as RPL for accreditation (e.g. Butterworth, 1992; Castle & Attwood, 2001; Houston, Hoover, & Beer, 1997; Spencer, 2005; Usher, 1989) . At the same time, such research has had a rather practical focus, and more theoretical and scholarly research was for a long time rather limited. It was not until recent years that theorisations of RPL have become more frequent (e.g. Andersson & Harris, 2006; Harris, Breier, & Wihak, 2011; Sandberg, 2012a Sandberg, , 2012b ).
There are some contexts and approaches that has been of specific interest for researchers in RPL, such as RPL in nursing programs (Heath, 2001; Houston et al., 1997; Howard, 1993; Murray, 1994; Scott, 2007) , the health care sector (Fearfull, 1997 (Fearfull, , 1998 Fejes, 2011 Fejes, , 2012 Fejes & Andersson, 2009; Hamer, 2010; Hartley, 2000; Sandberg, 2012a Sandberg, , 2012b , higher education (Castle & Attwood, 2001; Sandberg & Andersson, 2011) , different forms of RPL for accreditation (Briton, Gereluk, & Spencer 1998; Heath, 2001; Howard, 1993; Houston et al., 1995; Michelson, 1996; Murray, 1994; Peters, 2005; Sandberg, 2012a; Scott, 2007 Scott, , 2010 Spencer, 2005a; Taylor 1996; Wheelahan, 2006) , and RPL and its connection to learning (Breier, 2005) , for instance, its integration in education programmes (Brown, 2001 (Brown, , 2002 .
Certainly, this special issue has a particular focus on how RPL has been, and can be, theorised. Even though theoretical studies of RPL are limited, some attempts can be summarised and discussed further. Theoretically, the model of experiential learning developed by Kolb (1984) can be seen a kind of ideological-theoretical base for much 8 research on RPL. This 'Kolbianism' (e.g. Sandberg, 2012a) , together with its focus on experiential learning philosophies, has become a problem because it seems to restrict the possibility of analysing RPL from other theoretical perspectives. As argued by Andersson and Harris (2006) , RPL research seems to dawdle behind developments in social and educational theory. As was proposed above, however, a progression towards more theoretical studies has emerged, and this special issue is an attempt to encourage such an important trend.
If we examine RPL research with a more theoretical focus, a variety, with different epistemological premises, can be delineated. For instance scholars and perspectives drawn upon include: poststructuralism (Andersson & Osman, 2008; Fejes, 2008 Fejes, , 2012 ; critical social theory, for instance, Jürgen Habermas (Houlbrook, 2012 , Sandberg, 2010 , 2012a , 2012b Sandberg & Andersson, 2011) , Axel Honneth (Hamer, 2012; Sandberg 2012a; Sandberg & Kubiak, 2013) , and Pierre Bourdieu (Cooper, 2011) ; sociology of translation (Diedrich, 2012) ; transformative learning (Stevens, Gerber, & Hendra, 2010) ; socio-cultural theory (Andersson & Hellberg, 2009) ; and a constructivist perspective (Fejes & Andersson, 2009 ).
Based on such theorisations a more critical analysis and in-depth understanding of RPL has been made possible. More theoretical analysis has and will continue to shed further light on such issues as power, gender and ethnicity, as well as produce a more scholarly analysis of the different epistemological characters of RPL.
The articles in this special issue are expressions of the present research on RPL, a research field that is developing in different parts of the world, in different disciplines, and with a number of different theoretical starting points. A number of initiatives have been taken to 9 bring together and make prior RPL research visible, some of which will be mentioned here.
Two edited collections have been published by NIACE in recent years. Andersson and Harris (2006) bring together and present a number of different theoretical approaches that have been employed to theorise RPL. Harris et al. (2011) 
Concluding remarks
This issue includes nine articles that build on empirical studies in varying contexts drawing on different theoretical concepts. Taken together, we hope that these articles will provide new insights into the challenges and opportunities of RPL practices and, particularly, insight into RPL research where theoretical concepts are guiding the analysis of empirical material.
Theoretical analysis takes our understanding of RPL to a much deeper level, and as Young stated in the introduction, it is when we free RPL from its rhetorical roles it can offer exclusive contexts for a debate of fundamental, but also contemporary, issues in education.
